Abortion has been legal in the United States since 1973, although in recent years many states have begun to place bureaucratic hurdles to reduce access to the procedure.
In this paper I will examine the issue in the attempt to parse out the effects of social, economic, and religious factors on abortion rates, controlling for cost and restrictive legislation. I will examine the determinants of abortion demand for the state of Pennsylvania using county data.
In his seminal 1976 book The Economic Approach to Human Behavior, Nobel
Prize winner economist Gary Becker lays out a theory of the demand for children based on his revolutionary 1960 article "An Economic Analysis of Fertility". In it, the As an example, Harris cites the Hindu farmers of the Trivandwan district in the state of Kerala in southern India. Although every farmer interviewed cited the Hindu prohibition of harming cows, female cattle outnumber male by a ratio of 1 to 0.67.
Because of its geographical formation, in Trivandwan there is little demand for male traction animals, as opposed to Uttar Pradesh, where different ecological and economic conditions are present and where the male/female ratio is reversed, being 0.5 to 1.
Farmers do not directly kill the unwanted gender, but they slightly favor the needed kind, altering the natural male to female ratio in the direction more favorable to their material needs.
Moving back to Becker's analysis, his research showed why an increase in income did not give way to an increase in the number of children, but a decrease. This finding is contrary to what would be expected by a simplified version of economic theory. Although income has increased, the cost of children has also increased and as income raises families increase the quality of children and decrease the number of children, leaving total expenditures on children unchanged. Harris (1979) A challenging aspect of considering abortion price is that the only available data is the average price by state. Rothstein (1992) abortion is a normal good and that it is used as contraceptive method: two testable hypotheses. Table 1 shows a summary of price elasticities calculated from previous research.
It varies from very inelastic -0.348 to quite elastic, -2.3. The elasticity appears to be negative in every case. As shown in table 2 , not all studies find a positive sign for the income coefficient, and the values are generally quite low. Abortion appears indeed to be a normal good, but, there are signs that changes in income have limited effects on the number of abortions. Medoff (2008) Price and income are the only variables included in most studies and significant across the board. The income sign, though, is not constant across the studies; Medoff (1997) finds it to be negative. This inconsistency can be explained by the fact that although higher income is generally associated with lower fertility rates, it is also associated with higher contraception use.
Access to Medicaid funding seems also to have a positive effect, although not always with a high level of significance. The positive (increasing) effect on abortion rate of the Catholic religion found by Medoff (1997) is among the most counterintuitive results, as it is the generally low effect of education. As expected, the ease of access to a clinic has a positive effect, although such measurement is of dubious determination at the state level and fails to account for cross-state procedures.
The only explanatory variable that seems to hold consistent results is the most problematic and least reliable in terms of data collection. In this study I attempt to control for price and restrictive laws by considering each individual county in the state of Pennsylvania. Restrictive laws are the same across the state and have not changed in Pennsylvania in the period considered, and the price is considered to be the constant across the state. inferior goods, a rise in income will increase the amount spent on children, but the increase does not necessarily mean an increase in the number of children, as it could also mean an increase in the amount spent on each child (increased quality). Empirical evidence cited by Becker shows decreased fertility as income increases with a slight uptick of the number of children for higher earners. He finds that, in general, an increase in income reduces the desire to have children, but it augment the desire to increase the quality of children. At the macro level, evidence shows a strong inverse correlation between economic growth and fertility rates, especially for developing economies.
Wealthier populations have fewer children but spend more on each one. Following
Becker's reasoning, the desired number of children changes with changes in economic factors, and the fertility rate is a factor determining the number of abortions performed.
Maximum fecundity is the theoretical maximum number of children a woman can bear over a lifetime, while the total fertility rate is the number of children a woman would have over a lifetime at current age specific rates. Often the fertility rate is interchanged with the birth rate, which is the number of children born for 1000 women of childbearing age. Although natural maximum fecundity is considered to be around 15, the total fertility rate in the United States was 2.88 in 1965 and 1.9 in 2010. The implication is that family planning played a big role in women's life and that the opportunity cost of having many children drove families to limit the number of offspring even in the presence of a ban on abortion. Pregnancy termination is not the only method used to reduce total fecundity. Bongaarts (1978) Historically though, they tend to be quite highly correlated as shown in figure 1 , with a correlation of 0.9865. Table 3 gives a sense of some changes that occurred in some key variables between 1980 and 2010. Beside the variables mentioned above, it also shows the female labor force participation rate; the percentage of births to unmarried mothers, which more than double in the period considered; and the percentage of women who declare they have used contraception. This last variable is difficult to measure and surveys are generally unreliable. In the study I use other proxy variables to control for contraceptive use. Unlike Medoff's model, which assumes abortion to be a normal good, and since by using county data I can control for price and state laws, the signs of the relationships In terms of variable selection, this study introduces two variations from previous research. One is the ability to control for price and restrictive legislation, as discussed in a previous section. The other is the introduction of the fertility rate. At an intuitive level, it might appear logic to assume a strong, inverse correlation between fertility rate and abortion rate and ratio. The general fertility rate measures the number of live births per 1000 women of childbearing age. The correlation with the abortion rate is expected to be negative, and in fact it is, being respectively -0.0227 in 2000; -0.12 in 2010; and -0.4129
for the first-differencing. As shown in figure 4 , the correlation is less marked than one might assume, and often the two measures vary in the same direction. Fertility rate. The fertility rate is not usually considered as a dependent variable in economics estimations of the demand for abortion, but it is, in my opinion, an important factor that captures changes in desire for women to bear children. I expect the sign of the coefficient to be negative.
Median household income.
Most previous empirical research and theoretical models include income. The expected sign of the relationship is not a priori obviously clear, as the demand for children decreases as income grows, as quality of children become more important than quantity, increasing the opportunity cost of having children.
On the other hand, higher income is associated with higher education, access to contraception but also financial ability to afford abortion services. I expect the sign of the relationship to be negative, but with low statistical significance.
Population above 100,000. This is a dummy variable equal to 1 for counties with population above 100,000. It tries to answer the question of the effect of greater population size on the demand for abortion, separating it from other similar variables such as population density. Previous studies have introduced geographical location variables such as far west location (Medoff, 1997) on the account that western states have generally more liberal views, although the same assumption can be made for the decision to live in more populated areas. The sign of the coefficient is expected to be positive.
Population density. This is a variable not considered in the previous studies examined. It attempts to extrapolate differences between rural and urban populations. I expect the value of the coefficient to be positive. Although population size and population density might seem to capture the same effect, they are, in my opinion, slightly different. The correlation between population and population density is 0.79.
Although positive and quite strong, the two variables are different enough to avoid the problem of multicollinearity and they will both be included in the model. Table 5 provides a summary statistics of the variables included in the analysis.
Some of them have a great variation, such as income or the share of Republican vote.
This fact is indication of the different realities existing in the state of Pennsylvania, which is not a homogenous state.
The variables to be included in the model are determined by the use of stepwise forward selection, to limit the inclusion only to significant determinants.
CHAPTER VI RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
One of the scopes of this paper is to examine the effect of the most plausible determinants of abortion demand, as measured by the abortion ratio, controlling for price and restrictive laws. Pennsylvania is a highly heterogeneous state, a fact that allows for great variations of data. The techniques used consent to cross check the results at different times and for changes over time. Variable selection methods avoid the inclusion of irrelevant variables. Nonetheless, there seems to be a lack of strong and consistent results across the regressions.
In the model, I distinguished between economic, social and behavioral factors, and I will now look at each factor separately.
As expected, and in accordance with theoretical models, income has a low effect on abortion ratio as two forces push in opposite directions, in effect annulling each other.
The unemployment rate seems to have a significant positive effect in 2000, while changes in unemployment do not appear to have any significant effect. Since Pennsylvania does not allow for state or federal funds to be used for abortions, while an increase in unemployment will on one hand reduce the ability to afford contraception and on the other also the ability to afford the procedure.
The presence of an abortion provider has a significant effect in 2000. Between 2000 and 2010 a county lost its provider, but that did not have a significant effect on the abortion ratio. Interestingly, an increase in the poverty rate caused a significant decrease in the abortion ratio. Religious Data Archive, seem to be strongly related to the abortion ratio. The finding is somewhat surprising, but not unheard of, as also Medoff found the same effect for Catholic affiliation.
The main finding seems to be an across the three regressions (although with different levels of significance) negative sign of the coefficient of the fertility rate. An increase in the desire to have children appears to decrease the abortion ratio. This finding is probably the most consistent with the view of Cultural Materialism. Also, an increase in the rate of women between the age of 20 and 24 has a significant effect on the abortion ratio.
When describing variable choice, I discussed the inclusion of two variables that seem to measure similar effects: population density and the size of the county. Although the size of the county does not appear to affect the abortion ratio, population density has a positive effect when looking at individual years, but a negative effect when looking at change. When the population declines, the abortion ratio increases. Population decline is usually associated with social and economic problems, and the finding is not surprising.
Since a majority of abortions are performed on minority women, it is not surprising that an increase in the minority population causes a significant increase in the abortion ratio. The study finds that changes in the incidence of abortion across time and space are only in part explained by the variables selected and that the variables suffer from a measurement defect that is difficult to correct. Reliance on opinion polls and selfreporting appears not to be the answer as some findings seem to contradict commonly held ideas about ideology and behavior. Neither changes in political leanings, nor changes in religious attitudes appear to affect the abortion ratio. In the first case, most voters are not one-issue voters; moreover, if the voters are more willing to vote based on economic conditions rather than ideology, there is the risk of endogeneity when economic variables are part of the explanatory variables. In the case of religion, especially in small communities, religious participation is part of the social fabric and might not necessarily reflect personal ideology and beliefs or private behavior. Studies on the prevalence of the occurrence in the years before legalization indicate a certain level persistence, even in the presence of severe punishments and the possibility of social ostracism.
Since its peak in 1980, the abortion ratio and abortion ratio have steadily decreased, although in Pennsylvania the trend had stopped around the year 2000. The last few years in Pennsylvania have seen a certain increase, beginning to close the gap with the national rate, the latter being historically substantially lower. How much of the change is from measurement error is difficult to tell. Not every state is as careful in recording abortions, and the problem of interstate and international abortions adds methodological complexity to the issue.
It is not the scope of this research to discuss the broader policy implications which would require a more comprehensive approach, but the findings of this study show that the issue is not as simple and clear-cut as has been suggested.
